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Why the Butterfly?

The butterfly represents metamorphosis, a key idea 

in developing creative competency. Every act of 

creation goes through metamorphosis, whether in 

nature, art, or business — and as the work chang-

es, we change too. Creative work takes us through 

a personal metamorphosis and inner growth. With-

out metamorphosis, there is no change, no becom-

ing, no development — and no creation.   
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What You’ll Learn in this Module

Welcome to TeamWiser Module 7: How to Design and Run Any Creative Project! 

In this module, we will show you how to design and lead creative work in ways that make 

what can be a mysterious or even chaotic process more predictable, efficient, inclusive, and 

enjoyable. 

Do you remember learning to swim or ride a bicycle? What seemed a little mysterious or 

even daunting at first eventually became, through a bit of training, experience, and practice, 

something enjoyable and rewarding. Like these and other athletic skills, developing your 

creative know-how requires both conceptual understanding and hands-on experience. In 

this module, we’ve distilled those conceptual and practical elements into a “creativity toolkit” 

or framework that you can study, contemplate, and apply in your next creative challenge, 

whether it’s a campaign, a new product, a video, a social change project, or something else.

Here’s what you’ll learn in this module:

• Why everyone has creative potential and, with a little training and practice, can 

strengthen their creative abilities — even if they believe they’re not creative 

• How creative people actually work, as opposed to how you might think they work

• How to design and run a creative project based on the archetypal “structure” of 

creative work

• How to set up a creative project for maximum success and minimum stress

• Key disciplines for each stage of the creative process, regardless of the creative 

medium you’re using

• How to wisely include outsiders such as consultants, designers, or other resources in 

your creative work

Let’s get started!
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Before we go much further, we need to clear up a common misconception about creative 

work. It goes like this: “I’m not creative.” If you believe you’re not creative, it’s likely because 

at some point in your past, you tried to do something creative or artistic, and did not like the 

results. Perhaps you tried to draw an animal or a person, and when it came out very different 

than you’d hoped, you decided that creative work is not for you.

Most people believe that being creative means imagining something in the mind’s eye and 

then skillfully projecting that mental picture into physical reality. The fact is, however, this isn’t 

how creativity actually works. 

If you can speak and think, you can create. When you think or speak, you intuitively give 

new form and expression to what otherwise remains mere dormant potential. You create 

something from nothing. This is the very same capability that is developed and strengthened 

when you learn, with a bit of insight and practice, to be creative. 

The truth is, very, very few people can simply “project” an image from their mind’s eye into 

physical reality. This does happen, but such people are extremely rare — and they’re not 

always particularly creative, because not all of them are especially imaginative. Contrary to 

popular belief, creative ability does not consist in the ability to bring a mental picture to life 

exactly as envisioned. The startling truth is that we are not slide projectors. At the heart of 

creative work isn’t a rare skill or even talent; it’s a simple process of trial and error that anyone 

can learn and practice. 

To prove our point, we want to show you a video of one of the greatest and most popular 

artists of our age, Pablo Picasso. Picasso produced the equivalent of one artwork every day 

for 93 years — more than 30,000 works of art, some say even more — and he made some 

of the twentieth century’s most important artworks. Admittedly, he wasn’t a great role model 

as a father or a husband; we get that. But he was, undoubtedly, a creative master — and as 

students of creativity, we can learn a lot from him.

A Common Misconception
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Watch the clip here. As you do, ask yourself the question, does Picasso know where he’s 

going? If he does, why doesn’t he simply go straight there? If he doesn’t, how does he know 

when he arrives? The rest of this module assumes you’ve seen the video, so if you can, 

please watch it now.

Watching creative work unfold can be very illuminating. The stages of creative work are not 

always so dramatically and so clearly presented as they are in this clip, so we’re going to use 

this clip as well as a few other stories and examples to explain and explore the archetypal 

“structure” of all creative work. We’re going to draw from art, innovation, and even nature in 

order to reveal the conceptual and practical know-how needed in each phase. Immersing 

yourself in these phases will help you learn and apply your creativity competence in any 

context and endeavor, whether it’s in art, business, social change, or some other sphere. We 

promise that with a little training and a little practice, you can kickstart a creative journey that 

takes your team to new heights, changes the way you think about your creative possibilities, 

and even engages your spirit in lifelong learning.

https://magenta.fm/course/teamwiser-module-7/
https://magenta.fm/course/teamwiser-module-7/
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Creative work proceeds in stages — three stages, to be precise. A germinal stage establishes 

the basis and direction for the second stage, a developmental sequence that prepares and 

reveals the third stage, during which the final form at last appears and emerges. One can 

discern these three archetypal phases in any type of creative work or project, and in many 

cases, even in nature.

The classic example of this sequence in nature is gestation: first, there’s germination (the 

zygote and blastula), then there’s the embryonic development proper, which goes through 

a dramatic and surprising metamorphosis in order to finally form the fetus, which then grows 

and refines itself until birth. A different manifestation of the same principles takes the plant 

from germination (seed and cotyledon) to vegetative growth (stem and leaves) to flower and 

fruit. 

When humans create, they don’t always follow such wise patterns. Whereas nature’s forms 

seem to unfold from within themselves, humans have to consciously decide. And this means 

that creative work isn’t always successful. Every creative person knows the frustration of a 

misfire, an unsatisfying outcome, shoddy work, and otherwise disappointing results. 

So while it may seem obvious that both creative and organic development have a beginning, 

middle, and an end, human creativity isn’t as predictable as nature’s creativity. Our 

germination stage doesn’t always lead to a productive developmental stage that culminates 

in a wise form. Unlike nature, we can find ourselves stuck, chasing dead ends, and trying 

things that don’t work. We can also experience sudden breakthroughs that move us directly 

from stage one to stage three. In other words, creative work can unfold in a linear way, from 

stage one to stage two to stage three, or in nonlinear ways — from stage one to two, then 

back to one, then to three, then back to two, and so on.  

The Archetypal “Structure” of 
Creative Work
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You might ask, given its nonlinear nature, is there any logic or wisdom inherent in creative 

work? The answer is yes — but that logic doesn’t follow a predetermined pattern or formula. 

It’s a bit like learning to ride a bicycle. When you’re learning, you sit upright, start in a lower 

gear and change to a higher gear as you gain speed, and use your back brake more than your 

front. As you get more experienced, you switch gears as needed, stand up to push the pedals 

harder, and use your front brake more often. You don’t need to think, what gear should I be in? 

Should I stand or sit? Instead, you do what’s needed, when it’s needed, in order to get where 

you’re going. Creative competency is a bit like that: the phases of creative work normally 

proceed in linear order, but once you understand the way each phase works, you can shift in 

and out of them as needed in order to get where you’re going. This is the essence of creativity 

competency.

The creativity arc we introduced earlier in TeamWiser concisely symbolizes the three stages 

of the archetypal creative process. It doesn’t go in a straight line because creative work often 

involves twists, turns, and especially a period of uncertainty and discovery — otherwise 

nothing new can result from the process. 

The first or “directional” arc represents the germinal, originating stage; the gap between 

the arcs represents the middle or developmental stage, and the second or “emergent” arc 

represents the final stage. The second stage is depicted as a “gap” because it is the stage 

with the maximum degree of uncertainty. Like the butterfly’s cocoon, it’s a necessary and 

developmental but also a receptive and searching stage, open to radical changes.

Given the nonlinear nature of creative work, you might find yourself skipping lightly over the 

gap, quickly moving from stage one to three, or even finishing your work in the germinating 

beginning end
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stage. However, with sufficient experience, you will traverse all three stages in order, 

namely, a stage of establishing preconditions, a development stage, and a finalizing stage 

This is why we say the creativity arc represents the “archetypal” structure of creative work; 

these three stages often follow each other, regardless of context, medium, specifics, or scale. 

The terms directional and emergent might seem paradoxical. They describe the experience 

of simultaneously moving forward (being directional) while also, at some point, seeing 

something gradually revealing itself or coming “toward” you (being emergent). Don’t be 

confused by the word “emergent;” it simply means “gradually revealing itself,” whether you’re 

working within the divergent, emergent, convergent framework, or finding your way through 

the Gap of Uncertainty and into the finalizing stage of the work.

In the next section, we’re going to explore the practical application of these principles in your 

next creative project. Let’s dive in.
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The Creativity Toolkit

This module’s Creativity Toolkit will help you design and run your next creative project. 

Without knowing what you’re trying to create, we can’t offer step-by-step instructions, but this 

toolkit can, we hope, help you remember and apply the key principles inherent in all creative 

work. We hope to save you from excessive frustration or confusion, and save your team 

money, time, and energy.

In what follows, we’ll explore each phase of the creativity arc a bit more thoroughly, exploring 

each phase from a number of angles.

• the essential function of each phase within the whole

• essential objectives to realize in each phase

• examples from the Picasso clip and other sources

• key working principles that help guide your progress

• the thresholds or decision points that signal your moving from one phase to the next

We’ve also provided a template to help you and your team work through every step of your 

creative work. 

The next page provides a visual overview of the Toolkit.
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The Directional Arc The Gap The Emergent Arc

The Creativity Toolkit

Key Concepts and Tools for Creativity Competency

Get Diverse Input
Imagination vs. Fantasy 
Awesome Meeting Protocol 
The Creative Medium
The Iceberg
Team Council 
Directional and Emergent 
We’re Not Slide Projectors

1.1. Conditions for Creativity
1.2. Momentum
1.3  Strong Start

1
1 
2
5
5
5
7
7

Key Working Principles

Three Objectives in this Stage Three Objectives in this Stage

Module

2.1. Studio Time
2.2. Team Resilience
2.3. Touching Ground

3
4 
4
4
4
5
7
7

Nonviolent Communication
The Habit Loop
Constant Metamorphosis
Inner Work
The Witness 
Negative Capability
Productive Pause
Rhythm Replaces Strength

Key Working Principles Module Module

3.1. Treading Carefully

2
5
6
7
7

Final Form Comes at the End 
Social Threefolding
Continuous Improvement 
Directional and Emergent
Don’t Fear the Gap

Guiding Idea in this Stage:

Key Working Principles



TeamWiser | Module Seven

9WISER  CREATIVE WORK

The primary function of the directional phase within the creative process is to provide the 

endeavor a strong start. A strong start gives the project clear contours, conceptual definition, 

direction, and robust ideas to develop in further stages. 

Think of a sketch on paper as a strong start for an architect’s blueprint: fast, cheap, and 

quick, the sketch helps the architect explore ideas in their loosest, roughest form. Once she 

finds an idea that appeals, she can do more complex sketches, calculations, research, and 

drafts, gradually building the best ideas and tossing the others. The strong start is more like 

a spotlight than a floodlight: instead of scattering resources and energy every which way, it 

helps us find exactly where we want to invest further.  

To achieve the strong start, you’ll achieve three objectives:

1. The Conditions for Creativity, i.e. the working conditions, expertise, and other elements 

required to do the work. We’ll explore them at length below.

2. Momentum as a creative team in a clearly defined creative process.

3. A Working Draft to develop further in the second stage.

Most of us are actually familiar with these elements from daily life. When you gather 

ingredients together before you cook, organize your tools to go into the garden, or outline an 

essay before you write it, you’re establishing your “conditions for creativity.” When you sit down 

to write at your desk every morning, you’re building the “momentum” needed to assemble all 

your ideas and content into a first or “working” draft. 

The Picasso clip exhibits the directional arc perfectly, beginning with the white canvas and 

ending with the working draft, just before he begins to rework the bull’s head. The choice to 

paint in oil, his methods, his studio space, his materials, his subject matter, and his canvas 

comprise his conditions for creativity. He achieves momentum as he sketches and lays out 

Stage One:
The Directional Arc

The Strong Start
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the basic composition in light brown. Once he’s filled in the other colors around the head 

and taken both the bull’s head and the figure of the matador as far as he can, he has his  

working draft. His strong start is complete, and he’s ready for stage two. 
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The “conditions” for creative work are the elements you need to get started and carry the 

work through to its completion. If you’re creating an ad, you’re going to need expertise and 

tools for writing, photography, and/or video. If you’re making a t-shirt, you need a designer, a 

place to share ideas and view designs, and a t-shirt shop or the tools to screen or print shirts. 

If you’re going to make something, you must have or hire the space, tools, and expertise to 

make it. We call these your conditions for creativity. 

In addition to the more obvious parameters like space, time, and materials, your team’s 

readiness is also a crucial precondition for a successful directional stage. In 2010, artist 

Marina Abramović and the Museum of Modern Art in New York staged The Artist is Present, 

an exhibition that attracted almost a million visitors, thousands of whom waited many 

hours in line to silently sit across from Abramović in a chair. (And if you haven’t yet seen 

the documentary by the same name, check it out. Abramović makes world class art from 

people’s attention and presence — a pretty staggering feat.) There were other performance 

works too, all of which happened daily and continuously over several months. Abramović and 

her team trained and prepared for many months in advance of the show, and then engaged 

the public en masse in quite vulnerable and intimate ways, never knowing how each visitor 

would react and engage. In their case, the physical preparation was extensive, but the mental 

and emotional preparation alone lasted many months.

There are six conditions for creativity to keep in mind. Let’s go there next.

Objective 1.1: Conditions for Creativity

The Directional Arc, Cont.
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Condition 1: Working Methods & Expectations

• Keep it Rough (to Avoid Attachment)

The first step in establishing your conditions for creativity is to clarify how you are working with 

your team and outsider service providers like designers or video producers. How will you and 

your team get it done? We have the following suggestions to help you and your team get on 

the same page about methods and expectations:

First, make sure you and your team understand the plan and methods for achieving your 

goals. If you can, share the creativity arc and its key principles with your core team. At the very 

least, make sure everyone expects to go through drafts and iterations, and that the process 

isn’t personal. As you produce these drafts and iterations, remember to keep it rough, hunt for 

the best ideas, and flatten your hierarchy much as you did in “Council” formation in Module 

Five (Wiser Community). And remind everyone (again) that they’re not looking, necessarily, for 

the final form — yet. The final form emerges at the end; for now, you need a strong start.

Often, the strong start is a rough start — not a finished product, but instead, a bare indication 

of where you want to go. One concept we often find helpful is the “straw man” or even the 

“straw dog” — straw being something you can pull apart and put back together, or even burn 

when you no longer need it. In some circles it’s also called the “SFD,” i.e. the (adult language 

alert) “sh*tty first draft.” If you say to your team, “Just make a straw dog and let’s get on with 

it,” you’re saying, make something rough just to get the ball rolling, with absolute minimum 

investment of time and energy. 

The “strong” part of the strong start refers to the quality of the idea, not the technical 

execution or presentation. You want to start, as best you can, with a strong idea — something 

worth pursuing. The conversation can then develop the idea further. This way, dialogue is 

built into the creative process from the beginning, making it co-creative, seeking diverse 

input, hunting for the best ideas. This helps ward off the enemy of this stage, attachment. 

Attachment is the anathema to a successful directional phase because it draws the energy 

and focus away from the hunt for the best ideas. 
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Instead of attachment, learn to be fiercely unattached to your own contribution. Think of 

the process like an improvisation of jazz musicians; they each get their chance to shine but 

what they are really mostly doing is listening intensely to each other, attending to and caring 

for the whole. In mature creative work, the single brilliant personality sometimes has to be 

sacrificed for the sake of the whole. But there is tremendous satisfaction in pulling together 

and seeing the outputs reflect a sum that is greater than the individual parts. 

Practice what you saw Picasso do: keep it rough, loose, and light. Think in terms of first drafts, 

bare bones, broad brushstrokes, and the hunt for the best ideas. As the first version starts to 

take shape, don’t be afraid to “pick it apart,” sacrificing key elements and precious passages. 

The straw man or dog is the effigy that is sacrificed in that process — which is why it is so 

important the person who created it isn’t attached to it. Expect it to die many deaths on its 

way to being born.

We learned in Module One (Wiser Visioning) to always look for the best ideas. It’s not about 

whose idea, but about the quality of the ideas. This doesn’t mean there’s no place for 

hierarchy in team work — but creative work can easily grind to a halt or lead to the lowest 

common denominator unless you actively work against hierarchy and towards diverse input 

from all contributors. 

That hunt will always take time, patience, flexibility, and resourcefulness. In establishing these 

conditions, you may learn that your team members need extra encouragement to speak up. 

You might also learn that a service provider isn’t prepared to work as simply one voice among 

many, at certain points — and in that case, you might need to find someone else. 

• Creativity is a Hunt for the Best Ideas
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Finally, remind everyone that, in all creative work, the final form emerges at the end. In nature 

and in art, this rule is universal: once the mature stage of a creative work emerges, that part of 

the unfolding process is finished. In practice, this means that you’re not there until you’re there. 

Help your team manage its expectations and keep going until you’ve reached the far shore.

The function of the thing you’re creating can be an essential (but not always obvious) guide in 

creative work. The old adage is “form follows function,” meaning, keep the function in mind as 

you figure out the form. The first person to make a spoon, for example, had the function of the 

spoon clearly in mind as s/he worked to perfect the actual object. Every technical innovation 

follows the same principle. Check out the great video about the design firm IDEO engaged in 

designing a new kind of shopping cart. The functions they wanted the cart to have provided 

guidance toward their final design.

Function also plays a role in artistic creativity, albeit a very different one. Da Vinci’s Last 

Supper started to fall apart before it was even finished because the artist used materials that 

turned out to be unstable. The famous tower in Pisa was never meant to lean. Many beautiful 

and valuable created works decay or fail because they’re not practically functional. Stay 

practical and stay functional — and let function guide your working process.

• The Final Form Emerges at the End

• Function Before Form

Condition 2: Goals and Objectives

The most important, most essential condition for creativity is your direction. What is the 

purpose of your endeavor? What are you trying to create, for whom, and why? Be as clear as 

you can about what you are trying to create without committing to a predetermined outcome. 

You can do this by clarifying the function, impact, and the value you’re trying to create or the 

desired functionality you want, even if you don’t yet know what the final outcome will be. 

continued...

https://magenta.fm/course/teamwiser-module-7/
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The second key question to ask yourself at this stage is about the impact you want to have. 

Whenever you think the creative work might be finished, you can ask, is it having the impact 

we want it to have? If so, maybe you’re done. If not, maybe you’re not yet there. 

The first bull in Picasso’s painting process, for example, didn’t have the impact he wanted — 

maybe it was too serene, more like a bull taking in a beautiful sunrise than one engaged in 

a battle to the death. So he knew he wasn’t finished, and needed to take the work into stage 

two. Abramović had to figure out how to create her desired impact; at a certain point in her 

performance, for example, she removed the table between herself and the visitors, allowing a 

greater and more effective connection. Creative work often involves major and minor tweaks 

to maximize the desired impact. 

You can ask yourself the impact question about anything you’re creating, whether it’s an ad 

campaign, a structural change in your organization, or a social change project. 

One final point about goals and objectives is to differentiate between the value you’re trying 

to create and the thing you are creating. It’s a common practice to ask your team or service 

providers for a deliverable, but it’s essential to remember that deliverables are important only 

because they provide value. It’s the value you’re after, not the thing per se. 

If you miss this point, you risk two kinds of failure. First, it’s quite possible to produce a 

wonderful object that doesn’t actually create the value you need: just think of Apple’s 2013 

Mac Pro, which was designed to be small and look good, but didn’t serve their pro customers 

very well. They had to go back to the drawing board, and didn’t release a new version until 

2019.  

Secondly, losing sight of the value you’re creating can also lead to misunderstandings 

between you and your service providers. One of our clients hired a designer to produce an 

ad campaign, but the designer wasn’t clear up front about the campaign’s intended function 

and impact, so he invested heavily into a ton of content that was later rejected. Hard feelings 

followed, the relationship broke off, and our client had to start over.  

• Impact

• Creating Value
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Condition 3: Physical Space and Materials

Condition 4: New Hires or Service Providers

Condition 5: Time Constraints

Condition 6: Budget

By clarifying the value of the goal, you can set up the process to deliver value, not 

objects. This gives you more room to discover solutions together. 

All creative work needs physical space, materials, and tools. However, don’t be tempted to 

invest too heavily in expensive equipment and top dollar materials before you really need 

them. The famous artist Joseph Beuys once said that in order to be creative, “a broken knife is 

enough.” Beuys was famous for creating rough, humble, and deceptively simple artworks in a 

time when “high art” celebrated polished and refined appearance. His point was that creativity 

is something that you discover and cultivate from within. Tools, materials, and space are 

important, but they can be humble and minimal. You do need a certain minimum, but it may 

be that a whiteboard, a laptop, and a sketchpad can get you started. Wherever you are and 

whatever you have, you can be creative. 

Who else do you need to do the work? You may need to hire a team, an outside designer or 

consultant, or even a coach to help you push up that next mountain. Expertise can be worth 

its weight in gold, especially if your resource is willing to learn the principles and tools we’ve 

provided in this module. Don’t be afraid to pay for outside help, if you can, whether that be for 

help with concept or design or for the creative work itself.

Deadlines are an inevitable part of business, but you can use them to your advantage. Set a 

“finish by” date and plan your work accordingly. In doing so, give yourself a bit more time than 

you think you’ll need. 

On a similar note, if you’re creating a budget for something adventurous and challenging, 

be generous. The ups and downs of creative work often demand extra space, time, and 

resources.
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What are your conditions for creativity? Think through each of the following conditions 

with your team. Use extra paper as needed.

1. Working Methods & Expectations 

2. Goals and Objectives

3. Physical Space and Materials

4. New Hires or Service Providers

5. Time Constraints

6. Budget

Template 1.1:
Conditions for Creativity

The following questions are designed to evoke critical thinking, exploration, and dialogue in 

your team. Each section of this module will feature a similar template. Work through these 

questions with your team as you see fit. As usual, feel free to adapt them to your own use and 

context.
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Creative work begins properly when you start working within the physical and other 

conditions and parameters you’ve established. Simply stated, there must be action and 

movement to progress the work. What kind of action? In both nature and in art, creative 

activity occurs in pulses: things happen, then there’s a pause, then the action starts again. 

Repeating alternations of active work and restful pause give rise to the second objective in 

the directional phase: momentum. Sufficient momentum will carry you and your team out of 

the directional stage into stages two and three.  

Just as establishing your conditions of creativity establishes a clear path forward, think of 

momentum as the engine that moves you along that path towards your creative goals. 

Conditions are the hull and the sails; action and momentum are the wind and the waves. The 

most important aspect of momentum, however, isn’t speed; it’s inertia — the tendency of an 

object in motion to stay in motion. As such, momentum doesn’t have to be rushed or hurried; 

it can be slow and methodical — as long as it isn’t so slow that you actually lose momentum 

altogether. If you do, you might find it’s hard to start again; after all, inertia is also the tendency 

of a body at rest to remain at rest. 

Momentum is vital to help carry the project through bumps, turns, and pivots. If your project 

finishes earlier than planned, you can always channel that energy elsewhere. But if the work 

goes into the next stage, momentum helps carry you through the Gap. 

The secret to gaining momentum is rhythm. The Wiser Rhythms bonus module is all about 

the subject, so we won’t elaborate too much here, but the key point to make in this context is 

that rhythm replaces strength.* Every living thing has innate rhythms, from the earth’s seasons 

to the pulse of blood and breath. When you regularly alternate between working and resting 

periods, you gain momentum. Conversely, if you skip days or put the work down for a while, 

you lose momentum. Rhythm builds momentum, so use it to your advantage.

• Rhythm Replaces Strength

* Hat tip to Rudolf Steiner.

Objective 1.2: Momentum

The Directional Arc, Cont.
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When you work creatively, change the rules in your physical space. Let your office or 

conference room become a creative studio. Studios go from being completely clean 

and organized to being messy and chaotic, then back again. Studios are places for play, 

experimentation, rule-breaking, boundary-pushing. They’re also places to clarify, polish, edit, 

and finalize. Don’t let habit or convention get in the way of creative freedom.

Above all, a studio is a practice space. You can never know whether your work will succeed or 

fail; you always run the risk of mediocrity. Even the most experienced creatives flop from time 

to time — so the studio is a sacred and protected space where failure is just part of the game. 

Therefore, consider your creative arena a practice space. Like running awesome meetings, 

creating takes practice. Practice is the thing you do to get good. We say much more about 

this in the bonus module Wiser Rhythms; be sure to check it out. 

The next principle we want to emphasize is the apparent opposite of activity, the “productive 

pause.” The rest periods in rhythmic work are crucial. Deliberately pausing your creative work 

on a regular basis allows and enables you to recharge. Take a walk, read a book, sleep on it. 

Artists leave the studio, then come back to it; there is a magic in seeing it with fresh eyes after 

a night or even a few days. Hot showers, running, being in nature — find what works for you. 

One thing that doesn’t work too well, at least in our experience, is absorbing content through 

electronic devices. For some reason, watching TV or films isn’t a rest — it’s stimulation. So be 

sure and rest in your productive pause, so you can hit the ground running and further increase 

your traction and momentum.

In both the Introduction to TeamWiser and in Module Two, Wiser Meetings, we mentioned the 

social field — the structure and quality of relationships of a team. Think of it as a “container” — 

it can be full of holes; it can be sound. The integrity of your work relies to an enormous degree 

on the integrity of the relationships in your team. It is, in truth, both a condition for creativity as 

well as an essential aspect of building and maintaining momentum. Attention to relationships, 

authenticity, honesty, and other aspects of nourishing the social field are vitally important in 

cultivating a team that can withstand the challenges of creative work. So keep it in mind and 

nourish your social field.

• Make Your Space a “Studio” 

• The Productive Pause

• Build the “Container”
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From what we’ve suggested so far, it’s obvious that in our view, regular action is essential to 

gain momentum. But it must be said that it can be hard to motivate and activate your will. It 

takes courage, fortitude, stamina, and above all, the step of just diving in and getting started. 

Our in-house rule for getting in gear is “Move Your Butt.” It’s a bit crass, but it’s true: the actual 

step of literally getting up and physically getting into action is enough to get over the hump of 

inertia. After that, continued movement is easier, and momentum builds naturally.

• Get Up and Move
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How will you gain momentum? Work on each point with your team.

1. Rhythm replaces strength. What’s your rhythm — every morning, every Tuesday 

afternoon, twice a month over lunch? 

2. Make Your Space a “Studio.” What rules need to change, and what new rules do 

you need, in order to allow your team creative freedom?

3. The Productive Pause. How are you and your team rhythmically resting and 

recharging?

4. Build the “Container.” How are you nourishing your relationships, trust, and 

connection?

5. Get Up and Move. What’s needed to get you out of inertia and moving forward?

Template 1.2:
Gaining Momentum

As before, use these questions to prompt dialogue and reflection about how your team can 

gain the momentum you need in the directional phase. 
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The directional stage culminates in a “working draft.” Picasso’s filled-in canvas, just before he 

starts to transform the “serene” bull, is his draft. In your project, the working draft could take 

any number of forms; it’s whatever you decide to change, iterate, or develop further. 

There’s a rule in creative work that goes like this: it’s easier to change something than it is 

to create it from scratch. Once you have a working draft, you’re off to the races, because in 

practice, it often takes less effort to change a strong start than it is to start from scratch. 

Note that the working draft can be fragile. As you change your working draft through many 

versions and metamorphoses, it is possible to destroy your strong start entirely— particularly 

if you’re working in a physical, non-digital medium. If you’re working on a computer, you 

always have the “undo” function — as long as you’re saving and backing up your work. The 

good news is, however, that even if you do accidentally destroy your project, you’re not truly 

starting over, because you’ve already covered a lot of ground. It’s often much easier to rebuild 

the working draft than it was to produce it in the first place.

Lastly, if your first draft is “good enough” — if it’s your final outcome, in other words — you’re 

done. Congratulations! You’ve either had a dose of beginner’s luck or you have a knack for 

creative work. There is always the possibility to “go directly there,” from start to finish without 

any detours, iterative cycles, or gaps. Well done!

Don’t be surprised, however, it that doesn’t happen. Greatness evades even the most 

experienced creatives, and it’s quite common to hit dead ends, wade into not knowing, 

experience frustration, and find yourself in long stretches of head-scratching and searching. 

But not to worry. Wise creatives plan for the Gap, because they know that creative work 

usually involves a journey of discovery. They design for emergence, in other words. It’s 

completely possible to grow your expertise to “Surf the Gap” and find the far shore without 

major interruptions to your momentum and flow. We’ll go there in part two of this module.

Objective 1.3: A Working Draft

The Directional Arc, Cont.
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Work on each point with your team.

1. What constitutes a strong start for your team in this project? 

2. Do you have a working draft yet? Have you taken it as far as you can take it in its 

current form?

3. What possible changes might you consider as you move into Stage Two?

4. How do you feel about making these changes, risking what you have so far, and 

diving into the Unknown?

5. Who’s taking the lead? Are you dividing and conquering — one person tries this, 

one person tries that?

6. What else needs to be shared or explored at this point?

Template 1.3:
A Working Draft and the Strong Start
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Before we move on, let’s quickly review a list of the TeamWiser principles and tools that 

are especially helpful to use as you achieve the strong start that constitutes a successful 

directional arc. If you don’t quite remember specifics, you can find more detail the module in 

the right-hand column.

Get Diverse Input Module 1

Imagination vs. Fantasy Module 1

Awesome Meeting Protocol Module 2

The Creative Medium Module 5

The Iceberg Module 5

Team Council Module 5

Directional and Emergent Module 7

We’re Not Slide Projectors Module 7

Key Principles and Tools 
to Use in the Directional Phase

The Directional Arc, Cont.
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Your creative decisions are partly subjective, based on a hunch or an intuition, and partly 

objective, based on an analysis of what’s working and what’s not. That said, the following 

decision tree might help you and your team explore and agree where to go next. There aren’t 

hard and fast rules, so don’t be afraid to follow your intuition as you move forward. We’ll 

provide a decision tree at the end of each phase of the creativity arc, but remember, our 

guidelines are just that — guides for reflection and conversation that can advance your work.

Decision Point: 
Are We Ready for Stage Two?

Go to Stage Two

Stay in or repeat 

Stage One

Yes

Yes

No No
Does the current 

state of our work deliver 

the function, impact, and 

value we desire?

Do we have a 

working draft?

Stop; you’re done!

The Directional Arc, Cont.
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Stage Two:
The Gap of Uncertainty (and Discovery)

Many natural forms begin with a simple form  — an egg, a seed — which then undergoes 

extensive metamorphosis before it “settles” into the form it will maintain, more or less, for 

the rest of its life. A human being, for example, looks anything but human as it develops 

in the womb, until the changing form sprouts limbs, its overly large head shrinks, and the 

eyes migrate from the sides to the front of the head. After that, the baby grows and refines 

its features, but undergoes only incremental changes, not complete changes of form. This 

principle, from a simple form through radical metamorphosis to a new simple form, can be 

seen in plant and animal development alike.

There are two lessons to draw from this. The first is that like nature’s creative processes, 

artistic and other human-led creative processes also go through metamorphosis, but, unlike 

nature, the wisdom isn’t necessarily built in. We don’t always know what’s next and where 

it’s all going. We enter a phase of not knowing. During this phase, we’re seeking, searching, 

finding, making and unmaking, experimenting. This is the core of the creative process, the 

iterative cycles of trial, error, and learning, that ultimately lead you to a new form.  

The second is that the dramatic developments of the second stage culminate at a certain 

point, after which development proceeds much less radically. The blackberry-like blastula 

goes through complete metamorphosis again and again on its way to becoming a human 

form, whose refinements until and after birth are steady, but relatively less dramatic. 

In the second stage of creative work, working drafts can change so much as to be altogether 

nonexistent in the final product. Sometimes, the very idea that constitutes the focus of the 

Navigating Between Shores

I would not give a fig for the simplicity this side of complexity, but I would 

give my right arm for the simplicity on the other side of complexity.

— Oliver Wendell Holmes
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directional phase completely disappears in this stage, and something else takes its place. 

Sometimes only a fragment survives; other times, nothing at all. And sometimes, of course, 

the working draft survives the second stage relatively unchanged. But in every case, this 

stage brings the possibility for radical metamorphosis. 

When you leave behind the “near shore” of your working draft and entertain the possibility 

of radical changes whose end and final outcome you can’t yet see, you’ve entered the gap 

between the directional and emergent arcs of the creative process. 

On the other side of the Gap of Uncertainty is the “far shore” of the emergent arc. It begins 

with the first appearance of the final form, which, like the unborn babe, can then be refined to 

completion. With this appearance, the second stage is complete: the function of this stage is 

to produce the first glimpse of your final product.   

So how do you know it when you see it? Because even though it’s rough and needs 

further work, it has the impact you desire, can function as needed, and has a good chance 

of creating the value you seek. In practice, there’s often a moment of “ah-hah” or “stop; 

something just happened.” There’s something about it that looks or feels right. It’s partly 

subjective and partly objective. It might stop you in your tracks, but if you ask your colleague 

about it, they might agree — something clear, new, and interesting is emerging now. When 

you reach this point and choose to further develop and refine this particular idea or form, 

you’re leaving the second and entering the third stage of the creativity arc.. 

We might venture into the gap by accident, or we might do so because we are seeking new 

possibilities. Either way, the “Gap of Uncertainty” is an unavoidable, inevitable part of creative 

work. Without it, in fact, there is only the repetition of something you already know (certainty). 

If you want to be creative, you must learn to navigate it deliberately, wisely, and purposefully, 

with persistence, poise, and skill.



TeamWiser | Module Seven

28WISER  CREATIVE WORK

You may already have a sense of the first discipline needed to successfully navigate the Gap. 

In your directional arc, you’ve gained a certain momentum that culminated in your working 

draft; as you head into the second stage, you’ll continue that momentum, but “shift gears” into 

rhythmic cycles of trial and error — iterative metamorphoses of your working draft. 

In practice, radically changing your working draft can be crazy-making. The work you’ve 

already done might seem at risk; even worse, sometimes the whole project stalls, as if it’s 

going nowhere. Things can fall apart here, and it can be a very disheartening stage of the 

work. Above all, this phase demands persistence, perseverance, courage, confidence, and 

the willingness to simply keep going. 

Your first objective, therefore, is to develop the discipline of working regularly. We call this 

Studio Time. Studio Time is showing up to the studio and doing the work, again and again, 

regardless of how well it’s going or whether it feels like a hard slog. And while Picasso makes 

his revisions in one sitting, sometimes this stage lasts days, weeks, months, or even years. 

This stage often takes time and requires much iteration and many cycles of trial and error.

In Module Six (Wiser Processes), we discussed iteration in context of iterative process design: 

repeating the same process in order to get progressively better results. The iterative cycle is 

the modus operandi in the Gap of Uncertainty. Imagine your crew breaking out the oars and 

rowing when the wind no longer fills your sails: that’s your iterative cycle. You’re carving your 

way across the gap. 

The actual work in this phase is often a “pendulum swing” between changing your draft and 

reflecting on or analyzing your changes. Change, then analyze; change, then analyze. By 

“analyze,” we mean step back and look — and take it in. Figure out where to go next. And then 

act again.

Objective 2.1: Studio Time

The Gap of Uncertainty, Cont.

Iteration, a.k.a. Trial and Error
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As simple as it sounds, this is a remarkable, profound piece of wisdom. It’s so archetypal 

that it was mentioned in Genesis: God created the world, and then He stood back and 

contemplated it. It is, essentially, a variation of the pulsing rhythm with which you gained 

momentum during your directional arc. To enact it, you first immerse yourself in creative work, 

and then (separately) you stand back and analyze your results. It may sound a bit abstract, 

but in practice, this “mode shift” is critical to success. It takes a great deal of concentration 

to create; it’s a whole other modality to analyze. If you try to create while you’re analyzing, or 

even worse, analyze while you create, you’ll end up “projecting” your predetermined ideas 

instead of remaining in dialogue with the creative medium.

There’s one more principle that’s key to making the most of your Studio Time. As you change 

your working draft, there will be many times when you like a particular piece of writing, or 

design idea, or whatever it is you’re doing. You’ll like them — but that doesn’t mean they’ll 

work. 

For one, the original idea or concept that kicked off your creative work will often have to 

change in order to ultimately serve your impact, function, and value goals. And along the 

way, you will inevitably have to sacrifice a variation, an idea, or other element for the sake of a 

more promising whole. These sacrifices will test your team’s abilities to remain unattached, to 

objectively learn from the medium, and to drive towards value and impact rather than object 

or outcome. We call this creative destruction — the willingness to destroy or let go of one 

form or idea in order to find another. 

• Don’t Try to Create and Analyze at the Same Time. They Are Different Processes

• Creative Destruction, a.k.a. Kill Your Darlings

This alternation between action and reflection is so important in creative work that there 

is a well-known “rule” that sums it up, usually attributed to the famous composer John 

Cage, but actually originating with Cage’s friend Sister Clarita Kent. Her “Rule #8” is:



TeamWiser | Module Seven

30WISER  CREATIVE WORK

Picasso’s use of creative destruction is highly instructive: he dives into the second stage 

fearlessly, throwing off one form after another in the search not for the serene bull, but for 

the mad bull, the enraged and crazy bull — that’s his measure of impact. To get there, he 

mutates the bull’s head no fewer than eight times. It might not look like much because he 

makes it look easy. For everyone else, destroying and rebuilding can be fraught with anxiety. 

So we need to mention a caveat.

If the ideas you’re destroying are your own ideas, you might be quite willing to toss them and 

keep going in the hunt for the best ideas. But if they’re someone else’s contribution, things 

can get messy. On the one hand, there’s the need to be ruthless — and on the other hand, 

there’s the need for tact and care for your team and the relationships. So by all means, kill 

your darlings when they’re just not good enough. But when it comes to killing other people’s 

darlings, you’ll need to strive for the second objective in this phase, which has to do with 

taking care of your team. 

That’s where we’re going next.
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How are you making sure you and your team have enough Studio Time? Use extra 

paper as needed.

1. Review your conditions for creativity. Within these conditions, how are you running 

your iteration cycles? For example, we work virtually on copy, in person on 

graphics; we use this software or these tools, etc. 

2. How are you maintaining your momentum?

3. Where do you think your working draft is going? What are your ideas?

4. Who’s pursuing what ideas and directions? Are you dividing and conquering, or all 

working on the same way forward? 

5. Where and when are your iteration cycles happening? 

6. What first version of your final product are you trying to achieve by when? If you 

don’t know or it’s open-ended, feel free to omit this question.

Template 2.1:
Studio Time

Work through these questions, and as usual, feel free to adapt them to your own needs.
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We’ve mentioned your social field and team cohesion before, but this is where it matters 

most. Relationships fall apart, in our experience, when people react to the anxiety associated 

with uncertainty, when they take offense based on someone else’s response to their ideas, 

or deeper still, feel afraid that their core needs won’t be met. The Gap of Uncertainty will 

eventually trigger your team in every possible way. If your team has fault lines, there will be 

seismic activity in this phase. A fragile team will fall apart, so we’ll now explore the second key 

objective in this stage: Team Resilience. 

We’ve shared some informative stories from the arts, but what about the application of these 

principles outside that domain? The Gap of Uncertainty appears in every domain of creative 

work. Let us share a story of gap-crossing mastery, this time from civic life.

When Antanas Mockus became mayor of Bogotá, Colombia, in 1995, the country was in a 

downward spiral of violence, chaos, and corruption. He and his team conceived a low risk, 

inexpensive, high-visibility way to jumpstart a constructive dialogue with citizens: deploy 

mimes at busy intersections to direct traffic and, with signs and other means, call attention to 

illegal and dangerous driving behavior. Mockus and his team developed and prototyped their 

strategy for months, and on the night before the first troop of mimes went into the streets, 

someone asked, What happens when the first mime gets shot?

In the end, no one was shot, and the intervention went forward, igniting a new form of 

dialogue between leaders and citizens in Colombia. Mockus and his team went on to create 

many similarly unusual and powerful interventions, all of which, it has been argued, helped 

steer Colombia in a much needed new direction. During these years, Mockus and his team 

endured significant pushback from the political establishment, slander, and death threats. 

But Mockus learned to use his vulnerability as an edge. At one point, he had to acknowledge 

the very real danger and wear a bulletproof vest – but he cut a heart-shaped hole in it right 

over his heart so that he could remain vulnerable and, as he put it, close to the people he’s 

serving.

Objective 2.2: Team Resilience

The Gap of Uncertainty, Cont.
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You probably won’t face life-threatening consequences in your creative pursuits, but 

every leader pushing for progress experiences resistance. Resistance can come in many 

forms: from critics, from within yourself, or from your team members. This is when you 

must actively cultivate your team’s social field. In practice, this means attending to the 

relationships, to individuals, to feelings and needs. It might mean quashing excess negativity, 

rumor, unhelpful criticism, and other tendencies or habits that can undermine good will and 

creative confidence. It might mean going out of your way to encourage, uplift, or otherwise 

connect with people. 

We’ve seen the best efforts fail again and again because they crack under the pressures in 

the second phase. We’ve seen it so many times, in fact, that we won’t enter into a new project 

or collective effort unless we believe our partners can endure the stressors in this phase. Our 

word to the wise.

We’re not going to tell you that the Gap of Uncertainty is a walk in the park. Sometimes it’s 

a breeze; other times, it’s a crisis. Scratching your head about a new product design is less 

stressful than wondering if your product, company, or team is going to fail entirely. But the 

survival and thriving principles are the same. You must attend to the inner component in 

yourself and your team if you want to navigate this phase with minimum stress.

Here’s where the inner work we discussed in Module Four (Wiser Leadership) becomes 

essential. If you’re a leader and you want to do big things in the world, your inner work can 

make the difference between success and failure. Leaders who promise big results and don’t 

do their inner work are, in our experience, more likely to deliver more of the same — or even 

do harm — than they are to serve humanity and the world. Too often, good work goes bad 

because leaders don’t examine and address their deep fears and flaws. True service requires 

a constant metamorphosis and a continual tuning of intent, mindset, feeling, and behavior. 

As you’ll have discerned in the rest of TeamWiser,  team resilience is not the same as team 

building. It’s about relationship and people building. You need to support people as inner 

beings — and this is a profound task — a task that will ask you to truly rise to a new level of 

The Pivotal Role of Inner Work
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As you cycle through iterations in this phase, you’ll constantly be sharing and evaluating 

ideas. In this phase, it’s essential to give helpful, positive, and constructive feedback during 

the iterations; there are right ways and not so good ways. The truth can set us free, but half 

truths rashly spoken can rupture an already stressed out team!

Here are some tips for wiser feedback: 

• Whenever you experience a strong emotional reaction (positive or negative), pause, 

pay attention, and look inward. It might arise when you’re reflecting on the state of the 

project or in response to something someone else says or does. What feelings are 

arising in you? Harsh criticism, powerful thrills? A strong sense of lukewarm or “meh”? 

• As you become clear about how you’re feeling, ask yourself why those particular 

feelings are coming up. Why are you experiencing such a strong response? What is 

about the circumstance that so strongly affects you? Be specific. It’s not often helpful 

to give feedback such as “I like it” or “I don’t like it” without saying why. 

• Practice fully appreciating the stage of the process. Don’t judge the entire process 

based on how rough it is or where it is now, but instead on its potential as an idea or 

a possibility.  Respect the process and don’t assess the idea as if it was finished. Use 

your imagination and think through the efficacy of the idea and its potential.

• Practice generative feedback, not destructive feedback. Generative feedback begins 

with a “yes, and…” approach, while destructive feedback begins with rejection and, 

usually, “But….” How can you add, grow, develop, or contribute to the idea at this raw 

stage? 

Remember, knee-jerk reactions are more personal and don’t have the kind of objectivity a 

creative process needs. They can be particularly unhelpful because your listener gets the hit 

of your emotional reaction without any objective clarity about what’s good and what needs 

• Feedback Without Pushback

selflessness, devotion, love, attentiveness, and care. The more seriously you take this, the 

more you realize it in your team, the stronger and more robust your team will be in the Gap — 

and the less you risk rupturing due to internal fault lines.
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improvement. This is why we emphasize being reflective, thinking through your initial 

reaction and trying to understand it before you share it. Try to offer as much helpful input as 

you can while filtering out your personal emotions — especially if they’re critical or negative. 

Lastly, this doesn’t mean you sugarcoat your feedback. This simply means, speak your truth, 

but remember that there’s a person on the other end of your feedback — a person who, deep 

down, is just as sensitive, serious, hopeful, and vulnerable as you are.

Practice what John Keats called “negative capability:” the ability to endure uncertainty 

indefinitely. Yes, it’s hard — but it can pay off. Sometimes things crystalize earlier; sometimes 

later — and sometimes you have to give that part of your process as much time as it takes. Be 

patient and  s t r e t c h  your ability to “surf in the not knowing.”  In practice, negative capability 

is related to the “productive pause” we mentioned earlier. Sometimes things have their own 

timeframe to land, and it works best if you give that part of your process the time it needs.

One of the keys to developing negative capability is remembering that the form emerges at 

the end. An interesting wrinkle on this now familiar principle is that the final form is, in nature 

and in art, unpredictable. There’s no way to know, for example, what kind of butterfly an 

unfamiliar caterpillar will become, or the exact type of flower an unfamiliar plant will produce. 

In art, you might think you know where you’re going, but find that you end up somewhere 

else entirely. It’s just how creativity works. So be patient, practice endurance even when 

uncertainty presents difficulties, and persevere. Negative capability is a crucial foundation for 

achieving outstanding outcomes.

As a leader, your ability to endure uncertainty for long stretches of time can profoundly 

strengthen your team’s ability to do so as well. We’ve been in so many situations when our 

endurance gave courage and spirit to others. Remember, leadership is also an inner game. 

Your team will imitate and embody your inner qualities.

• Negative Capability
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How are you cultivating Team Resilience? Use extra space as needed.

1. What does Team Resilience mean to you and your team in this context? What 

does it look like? Where do you see or how do you experience a possible need for 

greater resilience?

2. What do you find challenging about this phase of your creative work? 

3. What feelings, stressors, anxieties, insecurities, or personal challenges does 

uncertainty trigger in you? 

4. What can you do to support yourselves and each other through the Gap of 

Uncertainty?

5. How can you encourage more resilience, joy, positivity, fortitude, perseverance, 

and other necessary and positive qualities in yourselves and your team?

6. What will it feel like to reach the far shore and achieve an outstanding outcome in 

this project? Remind yourselves of your North Star, the value you’re creating, and 

the impact you’ll have. Go Team!

Template 2.2:
Team Resilience
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With sufficient studio time and team resilience, there will come a moment when you reach 

the emergent arc at last. The end you seek comes into view. As we’ve mentioned, It’s often 

unfinished and needs further refinements in the next stage, but its basic elements are there: it 

can potentially function as desired, deliver the impact needed, and create the value you want. 

You’re touching ground on the far shore. 

Typically, this is a discovery or a revealing of something surprising and unexpected. It can 

arrive at any time, in any form — but you often know it when you see it. It might appear in 

the process of iteration, revealing itself first tentatively, as a dim sense or intuition that one of 

your changes is particularly promising. Or it might appear in your mind’s eye one morning, or 

when you’re in the shower or out for a run, and it only needs to be implemented the next time 

you’re in the Studio. It can also appear all of a sudden, as a kind of surprise — an accidental 

development that sparks a major realization, 

When you touch ground in this way, you’re reaching the third phase: the emergent arc But 

before we go there, let’s quickly list some of the principles and tools you’ve already learned 

elsewhere in TeamWiser that can be particularly helpful in the second stage. 

Objective 2.3: Touching Ground

The Gap of Uncertainty, Cont.
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How do you know you’re Touching Ground, and what will you do next? 

1. Do you have a result that’s worth refining, as opposed to radically reworking? How 

do you know? It can be a hunch or something more substantial, e.g. with respect 

to value and impact.

2. Are you seeing a surprising or unexpected result emerging? Might it be a 

breakthrough?

3. Does the team share this sense of possibility? If not, why not?

4. Does anyone on your team still want to continue experimenting with very different 

ideas, instead of refining this one? If so, how will you do that?

Template 2.3:
Touching Ground
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Here’s a list of the TeamWiser principles and tools that are especially helpful to use as you 

find your way forward toward the far shore. If you don’t quite remember specifics, you can find 

more detail the module in the right-hand column.

Nourish the Social Field Introduction & Modules 2-3

Nonviolent Communication Module 4

The Habit Loop Module 4

Constant Metamorphosis Module 4

Inner Work Module 4

The Witness Module 4

Creative Destruction Module 7

Don’t Try to Create and Analyze at the Same Time Module 7

Negative Capability Module 7

Simplicity on the Other Side of Complexity Module 7

Key Principles and Tools 
for Navigating the Gap

The Gap of Uncertainty, Cont.
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As you touch the ground of the far shore, the first version of your final form has finally 

materialized. The last stage of creative work focuses on polishing and completing your 

efforts and sharing the results with others. The decision tree below might help you and your 

team discern whether you’re actually touching ground or simply moving through one more 

iterative cycle on your way across the Gap. As before, there are no hard and fast rules, so 

don’t be afraid to follow your intuition as you move forward. In some contexts, for example, 

you can do both at once: some people can go into stage three while others keep working in 

stage two. Have the conversations that help your team decide what to do. 

Decision Point: 
Are We Ready for Stage Three?

The Gap of Uncertainty, Cont.

Go to Stage Three

Stay in the Gap; 

keep hunting!

Yes Yes

No No
Does the current 

state of our work deliver 

the function, impact, and 

value we desire?

Stop; you’re done!

Do we have a first 

version of something 

that can or might deliver 

the function, impact, and 

value we desire?
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Stage Three:
The Emergent Arc

In the third stage, your work is to refine, complete, finalize, and polish the initial outcome 

emerging from the previous stage. This phase of the creative process begins when you touch 

ground — when you’ve hit upon the solution, configuration, or form that might deliver the 

functionality, impact, and value you seek. In a certain sense, this moment is approximately 

similar to the beginning of the “fetal” stage in embryology: most of the basic organs are in 

their right places, the essential form of the organism is established, and most of the remaining 

development is focused on growth and refinement. In any case, this is the moment when a 

clear, defined, and promising outcome first begins to be visible.  

First indications of this newly emerging whole might appear all at once, bursting on the 

scene, or they might appear only gradually, as if barely visible in a bank of fog. Either way, 

this is an exciting and important “eureka” moment: not the end of the work, since you might 

want to add further refinements, but the realization, at long last, that you’re very close to an 

outstanding outcome.

The rest of the emergent arc is about finalizing and sharing your results. Natural forms, as we 

mentioned earlier, afford us the luxury of standing back and simply observing, often with awe, 

as a flower, butterfly, human, storm, rainbow, or other natural wonder springs to life. Wise 

principles guide the unfolding development. 

In our creative work, of course, there is still the possibility for error. One very real possibility 

that we’ve seen and experienced many times is the total loss of the working draft and the 

newly emerging whole: as in the Gap, things can fall apart here. To avoid that scenario, we 

need to do exactly the opposite of the rough start: instead of working in quick and rough 

ways, we need to go lightly, slowly, and precisely. We need to tread carefully.

Treading Carefully
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Earlier, we explored the notion of “directional and emergent.” You start out with strong 

direction; you get to a certain point where what you seek is emerging, as if it’s coming toward 

you. In Otto Scharmer’s work, the creative process is represented as a U with an arrowhead: 

immersing ourselves into the creative medium (the left hand side of the U), absorbing its 

lessons fully (the bottom of the U), and creating in dialogue with it (the right hand side of 

the U). We can also imagine, however, something coming toward us from the upper right, 

emerging, as Scharmer says, “from the future.” 

You are, as strange as it sounds, both creator and midwife. There is a strange and wonderful 

paradoxical tension in the emergent arc: something is definitely emerging (as in, coming 

toward you), but without your continued work, it can’t emerge completely. So you have to 

make it happen — but you also have to let it happen.

Otto Scharmer’s U Model

EmergentDirectional

You are Both Creator and Midwife

This is where continued “dialogue with the medium” is of utmost importance. This is where 

you must be careful not to be a slide projector, projecting your desired outcomes into the 

process. You have to follow its lead. This is where listening, attention, perception, and intuition 

come into play. In practice, the new whole is, as it were, emerging from the creative medium; 

it is just as if an idea is dawning on you, but the “dawning” is happening in the medium, and 

not only in your mind. This is a mysterious and careful “dance,” a true dialogue, the end result 
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of which is a new work of art, in some sense: an unexpected outcome and a surprising, 

delightful, powerful reward at the end of the creativity arc. You must proceed cautiously, 

sometimes even reverently, suppressing the impulse to rush, grab, or sieze. 

If you tread carefully and successfully, this last phase of creative work can unfold in different 

ways. You might experience a fast finish, in which there is a very short distance, so to speak, 

from touching ground to final product. In the Picasso clip, once the final form of the bull’s 

head is clear, he finishes the painting in a very few steps: the yellow background (a somewhat 

radical twist, granted), a few details — voilá. In this case, there aren’t very many steps, the 

stress is minimal, and before long, you’re there.

In the IDEO video you’ll notice that once the team had the first design solutions to their key 

questions, the journey to a new shopping cart prototype was relatively straightforward. In 

nature, the cocoon stage ends with the butterfly hatching from the cocoon, which is a bit of 

an ordeal, but it doesn’t last long. A flower blooms relatively quickly. On the other hand, the 

fetal stage of the human embryo takes about seven months. 

Small changes and details define the final stage of Picasso’s “fast finish.”.

• The Fast Finish

https://magenta.fm/course/teamwiser-module-7/
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Another possibility is that you have a long finish before you, in which there may be many more 

stages to polishing and finalizing what is presently roughly revealing itself — or simply, as in 

Marina Abramović’s case, many days of repeating the same process (The Artist is Present 

lasted over 700 hours, during which Abramović sat across from 1,545 visitors). Depending on 

your medium and context, you may have a substantial way still to go and a more delicate, 

more sensitive task ahead of you. 

In our experience, the emerging solution can look quite rough at first. Something is definitely 

right about it, but it’s a long way from being finished. It’s easy to lose if you go too rough or 

too fast. In these cases, the key is to tread softly, go lightly and carefully. You’re definitely 

on its track — so pursue with care. Slow down your momentum and do what’s needed to 

inch forward carefully in your context. Take your time; make multiple versions; try different 

experiments with each. The key shift you want to make is out of the radical, continuous 

changes you were making in the first two stages, and into incremental, small changes 

characteristic of stage three.

If in spite of your best efforts you inadvertently lose or destroy your work (it happens!), take 

heart. You’re basically back out at sea, as it were, in the Gap of Uncertainty, instead of on the 

far shore. It may be that the results you seek are close at hand — but if your long-sought 

results are forever lost and you find yourself deep in the hunt again, remember, it’s all part of 

the game. Every creative person experiences this kind of “near miss” many, many times. So 

don’t fear the Gap; instead seek its wisdom and its rewards.

It’s also possible to find yourself back in the Gap because you realize that the emerging whole 

isn’t truly satisfying or can’t deliver the value and impact you want. In this case, you have a 

choice: you can choose to accept the emerging result, finalize it, and wrap up the project — 

which is a perfectly acceptable outcome in many cases — or you can continue the search in 

further iteration cycles.

Accepting what you have is sometimes the best possible choice; some challenges, after all, 

are so hard to tackle that first efforts simply can’t be extraordinary. The first mobile phones 

• The Long Finish

• Don’t Fear the Gap
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were awful; the first electric cars were no Teslas. New ideas and breakthroughs often take 

a long time (and many iterations) to mature. If, on the other hand, you want to continue the 

hunt, the risk might be worthwhile, because if it’s a serious endeavor, you’ll probably want 

something spectacular. In general, if your directional phase was well executed and you’re 

handling the Gap reasonably well, it may be wise to keep going and seek a better outcome. 

At this stage of the work, another helpful principle or practice asks us to distinguish the 

essential from the inessential. The emergent arc, like the convergent phase, is a phase of 

editing, deselecting, and choosing the best option or way forward among possible ways 

forward. It is time to close in on the final outcome. One way to help a team do this is to 

eliminate everything inessential: pare it down to the essentials. Keep practicing that delicate 

combination of ruthlessness with ideas and gentleness with people.  

Over the years, we’ve learned to ask generative questions whenever we’re tempted to offer 

feedback or criticism based on our initial reaction to or judgment of someone else’s idea. It 

saves a ton of pain and is extremely effective; it’s like the healing question or empathy guess 

we explored in Module Three (Wiser Communication), but in the context of creative work.

Our friend Stefan Klocek offered us a particularly powerful example of such a question. We’ve 

found it is especially effective in this phase, when you and your team are trying to make 

important final decisions. It is: Why is that good? 

Use this question when you’re tempted to criticize or pick apart a colleague’s idea. You can 

use this question at any point in the creative process, but it’s especially powerful when the 

stakes are high, the balance delicate, or the ice thin. Asking a team mate “Why is that good?” 

encourages them to reveal their thinking, the reasoning behind their idea. It’s often the 

case that their intuition is right, even if their execution seems off. Asking “Why is that good?” 

can jumpstart a clarifying and generative conversation: if you understand their reasoning 

or intuition, you might be able to improve upon the suggestion or execution, and arrive to 

something truly remarkable.

• Essential vs Inessential

• Ask Generative Questions
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How will you and your team tread carefully? Your answers will be unique to your 

context and goals.

1. What does “treading carefully” look like in your context?

2. Will you all work on the same idea, or divide into groups and pursue different ideas 

— different ways of finishing your emerging result, for example?

3.  Are we really there, or is this just wishful thinking? What are the pros and cons 

of going back into the Gap, continuing the hunt for something even better? Is it 

necessary or unnecessary?

Template 3.1:
Treading Carefully
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Elsewhere in TeamWiser, we’ve covered a number of principles that are important to 

remember and practice in the emergent arc. They’ll be familiar, but if helpful, be sure to check 

out the modules listed:

The Final Form Comes at the End Module 2

Social Threefolding Module 5

Continuous Improvement Module 6

Directional and Emergent Module 7

Don’t Fear the Gap Module 7

Key Principles and Tools 
to use in this Phase

The Emergent Arc, Cont.
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More often than not, it takes one last moment of critical reflection and analysis to discern 

whether the outcome we have is truly the outcome we seek or, it must be said, good enough. 

There is no upper limit to perfect, and it’s sometimes easier to ruin a good thing than it is to 

make a good thing even better. And in any case, it’s often wiser to declare victory and move 

on — for example, to the next creative project — than it is to endlessly revise this one. In an 

artistic practice, for example, the end of one artwork inspires the beginning of the next one. 

Each finished piece is one more step on an endless path of discovery and imagination.

This is, again, a subjective call — but your team can explore the questions in this decision tree 

to evaluate whether you’re truly done, and ready to share — or whether the outcomes still 

needs a bit more refinement. 

Decision Point: 
Are We Finished?

The Emergent Arc, Cont.

Jump back in that 

Gap!

Yes
Yes

No No
Does the current 

state of our work deliver 

the function, impact, and 

value we desire?

Awesome! 

VICTORY AT LAST!

Do we have 

something that we 

can finish with modest 

refinements and 

improvements?
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We’d love to hear about your experiences with this exercise! If you need any help with it, or 

have any questions, please fill out this form and we’ll get back to you right away. And while 

you are at it, leave us your feedback too! Please help us improve this Module.

End of Module Seven

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdU1PxrPzXJhMD4vWFUGfPo03dycK8RIqHCvP8Q7_Q5hNc-QQ/viewform
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdU1PxrPzXJhMD4vWFUGfPo03dycK8RIqHCvP8Q7_Q5hNc-QQ/viewform


You have reached the end of the TeamWiser course. 

We sincerely hope TeamWiser has helped transform your teamwork 

and your leadership style, and we invite you to tell us how here!

Thank you SO MUCH for your participation!

TeamWiser

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdU1PxrPzXJhMD4vWFUGfPo03dycK8RIqHCvP8Q7_Q5hNc-QQ/viewform

